It is reported that William E. Clarke was the first to use ether for relief of pain when he administered it to his acquaintance, Miss Hobbie, in January 1842 while his colleague extracted a tooth. Regrettably he did not report the case and it seems that he did not continue the practice. He was undoubtedly drawn to the idea by his experiences in Dental College in Rochester, New York, where ether parties or "frolics" were popular among dental, medical and chemistry students.
Ether frolics and laughing gas parties became very popular in the United States of America at this time. One who certainly attended them and probably hosted them at his own home in Jefferson, Georgia, was the local doctor Crawford Williamson Long. On March 30, 1842 he administered ether to James Venable, another imbiber of ether. Long then proceeded to remove a small tumour from his neck. Although the operation was painless and successful and was followed by others, Long did not publicize the event until December 1849 and we can only speculate as to why he delayed informing the world of his discovery.
Horace Wells, a dentist of Hartford, Connecticut, saw the potential for nitrous oxide in painless surgery after witnessing a public exhibition by a travelling showman chemistry "professor", Gardner Quincy Colton. Wells used nitrous oxide on December 11, 1844 for the extraction of one of his own teeth and following the use on several of his patients he proceeded to Boston, convincing the sceptical medical faculty there to allow him to demonstrate his discovery. Unfortunately his demonstration failed and he returned to Hartford. One of those in the audience during that demonstration was a Boston dentist, William Thomas Green Morton, former student and sometime partner of Wells.
Morton visited Wells in July 1845, Wells having continued to give nitrous oxide successfully in Hartford. Several months later, faced with a difficult multiple extraction, Morton ventured to procure some nitrous oxide from Charles T. Jackson, a Boston chemist. Jackson, who was out of stock of nitrous oxide at the time, suggested he use sulphuric ether instead, although he was also out of stock of the latter. Morton obtained some ether from another chemist and on September 30, 1846 administered it to Eben Frost for a successful extraction.
Morton repeated ether anaesthesia several times and sought to give a demonstration in the operating theatre (now the "ether dome") at the Massachusetts General Hospital. The medical hierarchy were somewhat less sceptical than before as rumours of Morton's exploits had been circulating. On October 16, 1846, Morton administered ether to Gilbert Abbott while the senior surgeon of the day, John Collins Warren, removed a tumour from the neck. The demonstration was a success and another surgeon present, Henry Jacob Bigelow, proclaimed "what we have seen here today will go round the world". The news spread rapidly to Great Britain and elsewhere, ushering in the era of painless surgery.
Morton proceeded to patent his technique, calling ether "Letheon" to conceal its identity. What followed was a bitter struggle for recognition as the "discoverer" of anaesthesia, involving to varying degrees Morton, Long, Wells and Jackson. Both Long and Wells have a secure place in history, but to quote Sir William Osler, ". . . in science, the credit goes to the man who convinces the world, not the man to whom the idea first occurs. Morton convinced the world; the credit is his".
Morton was just 27 years old when he introduced anaesthesia to the world and the cover photo shows an engraving which appeared some five months later in Edward Warren's "some account of Letheon". The cover also shows a photograph of an inhaler believed to be identical to that used by Morton for the demonstration, in the possession of the 
